Introduction
This article briefly explores the current problems surrounding young people's knowledge, skills and engagement in the civic life of the democracy in the United States and the contributions that public legal education or civic learning 2 can make to improving youth engagement as members of a democracy. The article will acknowledge the contribution made by the law-related education movement of the 1950s. More specifically, the article will explore the history of a law school based program -Street Law --that describes the most important way that law schools in the United States contribute to civic learning. Finally, the article will reveal the actual source of the term "Street Law" and the ongoing impact that Street Law has on the young people and the law students who teach it.
The Problem in the U.S.
In recent years, study after study has shown that most young people in the United States have poor knowledge of, and are disconnected from, the basics of our democracy. There is also less tolerance as the checks and balances work out issues in public life. This leads to more strident objections and incivility as uninformed persons react to the branches of government playing out their roles. For instance, the federal judge who ruled that the President of the United States' first travel ban of 2017 was unconstitutional, received 47,000 pieces of mail; 1,000 of which were death threats. 5 This reflects a great ignorance of the role of the judicial branch in deciding whether government actions comply with the U.S. Constitution and laws.
Importance of Civic Learning
We know that quality civic learning is the most important factor in determining whether young people will actively participate in their communities as adults. A democracy thrives when its citizens vote, show up for jury duty, engage in public life, join neighborhood groups, are aware of current civic issues, identify and listen to viewpoints other than their own, attend local government meetings, or voice their concerns to lawmakers.
Street Law: The History
The first national movement for improving civic learning in the United States began in the 1950s in reaction to U.S. Senator Joe McCarthy's rabid anti-communism movement to impose orthodoxy of thought, eliminate critical examination of issues, and maintain rote learning methods of learning and teaching.
In 1952, in reaction to McCarthyism, Dr. Isidore Starr led a movement that introduced the study of controversy in the examination of the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights. As important as the content, he insisted is the interactive methods for teaching. This lawrelated movement had many spin-offs, including Street Law 6 . when they have been wronged. They also learn which government bodies to approach with a problem.
A study 10 of the Georgetown University Law Center's Street Law program had these main findings of the impact of Street Law on the law students from their perspective as lawyers three to fifteen years after graduating: (1) they had very fond and vivid memories of their experience with Street Law, many describing it is as their finest thing they did in law school; (2) it exposed them to the realities of life faced by people they would not otherwise have interacted with; (3) it helped them be more understanding and compassionate with clients; (4) it helped them explain the law in practical terms to clients and others; and (5) it gave them confidence in speaking publicly.
As someone who has taught Street Law at Georgetown for five years and more than 35 years at the Seattle University School of Law, I can attest to these same impacts on my students and law students. Former law students report that Street Law has helped them take on training roles in law firms, propelled them into volunteering with mock trial and other programs, and for some, caused them to switch their careers and become teachers.
